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IMMEDIATELY

UM'S BETTER IDEA DRAWS
NATIONAL ATTENTION
By Mari beth Dwyer
UM Publications and Media Relations
MISSOULA—
Robert Hausmann, an associate professor of English at the University of Montana,
has come up with an unconmon solution to a common problem.

The UM has been trying

out his idea for more than a year, with such remarkable success that the National Council
of Teachers of English has scheduled a presentation Nov. 22 at its national meeting
in Cincinnati, Ohio, to tell its 15,000 members about it.
It all started when the UM Committee on Writing proposed a course in English
composition for juniors and seniors because most students were graduating without having
had any writing instruction beyond freshman composition.

This is a problem the UM

shared with other schools, one compounded by another widespread difficulty— tight
budgets.
The need for an upper-level composition course was not disputed.
teach it?

But who would

The English department had lost five faculty positions in the cuts

resulting from the legislative imposition of a 19-to-l student-faculty ratio in 1977,
and two more since.

An English faculty stretched to the limit could hardly be expected

to take on an additional teaching load.
As Hausmann pondered this dilemma, it occurred to him that although the English
faculty traditionally taught composition, they themselves had never taken a course
in how to teach it.

They had learned to write by writing.

As graduate students they

had been required to write theses and dissertations and a$ teachers they were
expected to write papers for professional journals.
faculty members.

But this was true of all
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Why couldn't a chemistry professor teach composition as well as an English
professor?

Why couldn't the English faculty pass along to their colleagues in

other departments the pedagogical strategies they had developed through their
experience in teaching composition?
Why not, indeed?

Hausmann conceived the idea of having the English faculty train

faculty from other disciplines in techniques of teaching composition to their own
students.
Besides the obvious advantage of spreading the teaching load more equitably,
this plan had clear educational value.

If only members of the English faculty taught

composition, their classes would be made up of students from many disciplines.

But

what if a chemistry professor were to teach composition to a class of chemistry majors?
He could have his students write about chemistry--and writing about chemistry for other
chemists is just what chemistry graduates would be called upon to do in their profession.
Hausmann knew that students write best about what they know best and care about
most.

His plan eliminated the problems composition teachers usually have with motivation

and relevance.
Hausmann's idea materialized as the Montana University Writing Program.

The

program was tried out last year at the UM with the support of a grant of $50,000
from the National Endowment for the Humanities.

It continues this year with some

remaining NEH funds and a supplemental grant of $6,500 sponsored by the Montana
University System Faculty Vitality Program.

The source of the latter grant is the

Northwest Area Foundation, Minneapolis, Minn.
"This kind of support from the commissioner of higher education and the regents
is tremendously important," Hausmann said.

"In the days of increasing budgets and

expanding faculties, Montana's universities could pay for innovative programs from
legislative appropriations.

Since that source dried up, the universities have had

virtually no discretionary funds for starting and continuing experimental programs-and such programs are essential to the vitality of a campus."

(more)
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Last year the Montana University Writing Program trained 11 faculty members from
nine departments in the UM College of Arts and Sciences.

Fall quarter, Richard Adler,

associate professor of English and co-director of the program, conducted a training
seminar for these professors, who then taught composition courses for their own students
winter and spring quarters.

A typical course was titled "Advanced Writing for Chemists,"

and it was open only to juniors and seniors majoring in chemistry or microbiology.
Ten faculty members are in the training seminar this fall quarter.
are from the College of Arts and Sciences.

Seven of them

Three, one each from art, drama and music,

are from the School of Fine Arts.
The program was changed this year to allow a professor to take the training
seminar who will not teach a separate composition class to majors in his department
but who will require more writing of students in his regular classes.
In developing the program, Hausmann and Adler thought about problems posed by
large composition classes.
evaluated?

How would students in a class of 100 be graded, or

The professor could give multiple-choice tests.

assistants grade the students' written assignments.
Their answer was none of the above.

He could have teaching

He could evaluate papers himself.

In searching for a better answer, they

started with the premise that nobody can be critical of his own writing without
training.

Why not teach students how to criticize a piece of writing by having them

evaluate one another's papers?

That way they would gain knowledge of the critical

process that they could then apply to their own writing.
If students in a class of 100 exchanged papers, they could read them before
class and come prepared to discuss them.

In one hour of class instruction, they could

accomplish what it would take the professor alone 33 hours to do.

And the results

would be better because many points of view would be represented.

With this system,

a set of 100 papers could be evaluated every week.
(over)
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Hausmann and Adler's plan for teaching and evaluating writing was not just a
stopgap to mitigate problems of budget and staffing.

It gave students and faculty

educational benefits not afforded by traditional composition classes.

It was, in

fact, an unqualified, roaring success.
Word of this success spread.

Hausmann and others involved in the project are

frequently invited to other campuses to talk about it.

They will take their message

to their largest audience yet at the meeting in Cincinnati this month of the national
Council of Teachers of English.
The UM delegation that will make the presentation consists of Hausmann, Adler,
and two of the professors who took the seminar and teach composition classes to their
majors, Robert Lindsay of the history department and John Tibbs of the zoology
department.
Right now, the University of Montana is the exclusive domain of the Montana
University Writing Program.

That situation is due for a change; the directors have

applied for funds to institute the program at all of Montana's colleges and universities
And after Cincinnati it may be only a matter of time before the program reaches far
beyond the state's borders.

###

